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	 Standalone	 String	 String	position	 All	BC	types	
	 Total	 Total	 First	 Medial	 Final	 Total	 Standalone	 String	
mm	 14	 0	 0	 0	 0	 14	 100%	 0%	
yeah	 5	 0	 1	 0	 0	 6	 83.3%	 16.7%	




BC	 Gesture	1	 %	 Gesture	2	 %	 Gesture	3	 %	
mm	 nod	 28.6%	 looks	at	table		 28.6%	 nongesture		 21.4%	
yeah	 nod	 33.3%	 nongesture	 33.3%	 looks	down		 33%	






















































































	 Standalone	 String	 String	position	 All	BC	types	
	 Total	 Total	 First	 Medial	 Final	 Total	 Standalone	 String	
[laugh]	 43	 10	 3	 0	 7	 53	 81.1%	 18.9%	
yeah	 11	 26	 14	 7	 5	 37	 29.7%	 70.3%	




BC	 Gesture	1	 %	 Gesture	2	 %	 Gesture	3	 %	
[laugh]	 rises	head		 22.6%	 nongesture		 17%	 head	away	and	
back		
15.1%	
yeah	 nod	 56.8%	 head	tilt	 13.5%	 looks	down		 8.1%	



















































































	 Standalone		 String		 All	BCs	 %	of	 %	of	 %	of	
	 Total	 Total	 Total	 Standalone	 String	 BCs	in	
Discussion	
L1	 36	 15	 51	 70.6%	 29.4%	 25.4%	































































































	 Total	 Total	 First	 Medial	 Final	 Total	 standalone	 string	
[laugh]	 39	 16	 4	 0	 12	 55	 70.9%	 29.1%	
yeah	 4	 13	 7	 3	 3	 17	 23.5%	 76.5%	




BC	 Gesture	1	 %	 Gesture	2	 %	 Gesture	3	 %	
[laugh]	 shakes	 60%	 nongesture	 20%	 nod	 3.6%	
yeah	 nongesture	 64.7%	 nod	 11.8%	 head	tilt	 11.8%	






























































































	 Total	 Total	 First	 Medial	 Final	 Total	 standalone	 string	
[laugh]	 19	 9	 3	 0	 6	 28	 67.9%	 32.1%	
no	 1	 5	 2	 2	 1	 6	 16.7%	 83.3%	




BC	 Gesture	1	 %	 Gesture	2	 %	 Gesture	3	 %	
[laugh]	 shakes	 50%	 head	thrown	
back	
21.4%	 shakes	head	 10.7%	
no	 shakes	head	 33.3%	 nongesture	 33.3%	 looks	away	 16.7%	



























































	 Standalone		 String		 All	BCs	 	 	 All	BCs	
	 Total	 Total	 Total	 Standalone	 String	 Total	%	
L3	 66	 44	 100	 66%	 44%	 65.8%	























































































	 Total	 Total	 First	 Medial	 Final	 Total	 standalone	 string	
mmhm	 52	 17	 12	 0	 5	 69	 75.4%	 24.6%	
uh-huh	 17	 10	 5	 1	 4	 27	 63%	 37%	




BC	 Gesture	1	 %	 Gesture	2	 %	 Gesture	3	 %	
mmhm	 nod	 78.3%	 head	up	 8.7%	 nongesture	 8.7%	
uh-huh	 nod	 70.4%	 head	up	 11.1%	 nongesture	 11.1%	



























































	 Total	 Total	 First	 Medial	 Final	 Total	 standalone	 string	
mmhm	 35	 0	 0	 0	 0	 35	 100%	 0%	
[laugh]	 7	 13	 0	 2	 11	 20	 35%	 65%	




BC	 Gesture	1	 %	 Gesture	2	 %	 Gesture	3	 %	
mmhm	 nod	 74.3%	 head	up	 14.3%	 lean	back	 8.6%	
[laugh]	 nod	 30%	 shakes	 30%	 nongestrue	 15%	



















































	 Standalone		 String		 All	BCs	 	 	 All	BCs	
	 Total	 Total	 Total	 Standalone	 String	 Total	%	
L5	 71	 43	 114	 62.3%	 37.7%	 51.8%	

































































BC	 L1	 L2	 L3	 L4	 L5	 L6	
[laugh]	 -	 81.1%	 70.9%	 67.9%	 -	 35%	
yeah	 83.3%	 29.7%	 23.5%	 -	 26.3%	 61.1%	
mm	 100%	 80%	 -	 -	 -	 -	
oh	 50%	 -	 20%	 -	 -	 -	
uh-huh	 -	 -	 -	 100%	 63%	 -	
no	 -	 -	 -	 16.7%	 -	 -	

















BC	 L1	 L2	 L3	 L4	 L5	 L6	
[laugh]	 -	 18.9%		 29.1%		 32.1%		 -	 65%		
yeah	 16.7%	 70.3%		 76.5%		 -	 73.7%		 38.9%		
mm	 0%	 19.2%		 -	 -	 -	 -	
oh	 50%	 -	 80%		 -	 -	 -	
uh-huh	 -	 -	 -	 0%	 37%	 -	
no	 -	 -	 -	 	 -	 -	
mmhm	 -	 -	 -	 -	 24.6%		 0%	
	
	
	 What	comes	to	backchannel	strings,	there	are	some	clear	differences	in	the	
placement	of	certain	items.	In	the	table	above	there	is	the	percentage	of	backchannels	used	
in	a	string,	the	positions	of	which	can	be	found	in	the	individuals’	(L1,	L2,	L3,	L4,	L5,	and	L6)	
backchannelling	tables.	Laughter	is	mostly	used	in	the	final	position	in	a	string	(where	
applicable	in	the	data),	whereas	yeah	can	be	in	either	the	first	or	in	the	final	position.	This	
indicates	that	yeah	can	be	used	as	a	signal	of	backchannel	string	ending.	This	seems	to	be	
caused	by	its	naturalness	to	the	listeners,	as	it	is	one	of	the	most	used	backchannels,	and	it	is	
easily	applicable	for	example	where	their	thoughts	drift	off	when	speaker	continues	their	
story.	Oh,	on	the	other	hand,	is	found	almost	always	in	the	first	position	–	although	L3	
makes	an	exception	here,	with	two	instances	in	the	middle	position.		
	 When	looking	at	gestures,	the	head’s	movements	seems	to	have	the	central	
meaning-making	part.	The	most	obvious	one	is	a	nod,	a	gesture	of	agreement	and/or	
understanding.	Moving	one’s	head	also	describes	their	attention:	turning	away	or	looking	
down	creates	distance	by	avoiding	looking	at	the	other,	which	is	a	sign	of	
uncomfortableness,	boredom	or	unvoiced	disagreement.	Throwing	one’s	head	back	seems	
to	be	involuntary,	or	at	least	somewhat	spontaneous:	it	often	signals	amusement	and	
surprise,	and	an	amused	listener	is	more	interested	in	the	topic,	which	gives	the	speaker	a	
good	reason	to	continue	their	turn.	Tilting	one’s	head	is	a	sign	of	confusion,	and	often	
interpreted	as	a	request	of	either	repetition	or	explanation.		
	 Facial	expressions	are	imperative	with	some	backchannels.	For	example,	in	my	data	
laughter	is	always	accompanied	by	a	smile.	This	is	not	counted	in	the	gesture	tables	because	
there	would	not	be	space	for	any	other	gestures	to	peak	through.	Smiling	seems	to	be	a	
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natural	part	of	laughter,	and	without	it	the	backchannel	is	sarcastic	which	could	work	in	
certain	contexts,	e.g.	when	speaker	talks	about	a	co-worker	who	makes	bad	jokes.	In	those	
rare	cases,	however,	it	might	be	useful	to	consider	that	kind	of	backchannel	a	different	type	
of	laughter.		
	 The	videos	of	the	conversations	encompasses	the	upper	bodies	of	the	two	
discussants	and	a	table	between	them.	Not	all	their	facial	expressions	are	clearly	visible,	but	
some	are.	Rising	or	scrunching	one’s	eyebrows,	for	example,	is.	These	gestures	depict	
surprise	or	disbelief,	both	of	which	indicate	interest	and	involvement	in	the	speaker’s	story.		
	
5.1.	ANSWERING	RESEARCH	QUESTIONS	
	
The	answer	to	this	first	question,	patterns	of	co-occurrence,	lies	in	the	listeners’	tables	of	
backchannels	and	gestures.	The	only	backchannel	that	is	not	used	with	a	co-occurring	nod	is	
no,	and	oh	only	a	few	times.	In	all	the	other	cases	a	nod	or	nodding	can	be	found	in	some	
amount.	In	this	section	I	discuss	the	questions	of	co-occurrence	patterns	and	meaning	
enhancing,	and	later	on	address	the	question	of	listener	profiling.	
Laughter	is	always	accompanied	by	a	smile,	as	discussed	above,	and	either	the	body	
shaking	or	head	moving	–	either	the	head	rises	from	looking	down	or	is	thrown	back	in	
amusement.	As	the	third	most	common	gesture	during	laughter	L2	turns	to	look	away,	
scrunches	her	eyes	closed,	and	then	turns	back	to	look	at	L1.	This	gesture	is	unique	to	her,	
seeing	as	no	other	participant	does	this,	and	the	commonness	of	it	seems	to	suggest	that	it	
is	a	backchannel-gesture	combination	she	uses	outside	this	interaction	as	well.	
Yeah	co-occurs	most	often	with	a	nod.	With	the	built-in	meaning,	however,	it	can	
also	be	accompanied	by	nongesture	and	still	be	interpreted	as	agreement.	Mm,	on	the	other	
hand,	is	taken	to	be	agreement	only	when	co-occurring	with	a	nod	–	and	this	is	how	it	most	
often	occurs.	Looking	away	or	down,	thus	creating	distance	between	the	discussants,	even	
though	still	functioning	as	a	continuer	does	not	implicate	agreement,	and	very	little	
involvement	or	interest.	Mmhm	appears	as	one	of	the	most	used	verbal	backchannels	only	
with	L5	and	L6,	where,	as	discussed	above,	almost	all	of	the	gestures	followed	the	same	
pattern:	mostly	nods,	then	head	moving	upwards,	and	third	most	common	is	nongesture.	As	
with	mm,	nodding	adds	the	meaning	of	agreement	to	the	backchannel.		
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No	is	an	interesting	case	of	backchannelling.	It	is	used	for	signalling	sympathy	and	
interest,	and	so	the	gestures	co-occurring	with	it	either	strengthen	the	meaning	(shaking	
one’s	head	or	turning	away)	or	do	not	affect	it	(nongesture).	In	this	case	looking	at	the	tone	
with	which	the	backchannel	item	is	uttered	would	be	more	lucrative,	since	for	example	a	
gasp	indicates	much	more	involvement	than	a	monotone	rendition.		
Eyebrow	movement,	namely	rising	or	scrunching	them,	is	often	linked	with	oh	–	
either	to	indicate	surprise	or	disbelief.	In	L3’s	case	there	is	also	nongesturing	and	nodding	
which	most	likely	are	linked	to	the	other	parts	of	backchannelling	string	that	the	ohs	occur	
in.	Nongesturing	connected	to	oh	seems	odd	since	the	word	itself	indicates	surprise,	and	the	
gesture	gives	away	nothing.	However,	as	seen	above	with	no	and	mm,	not	all	gestures	are	
there	to	strengthen	the	meaning	of	the	word,	but	to	work	together	with	them.	
Only	L4	and	L5	use	uh-huh	as	one	of	their	most	common	backchannels.	L5	has	an	
clear	pattern	of	gesturing	(nod,	head	up,	nongesture)	and	L4	uses	it	only	5	times	and	only	as	
a	standalone.	L4’s	most	preferred	gesture	is	a	nod,	and	in	the	second	place	is	turning	to	look	
at	the	speaker.	What	meaning	these	gestures	bring	to	uh-huh	is	agreement	and	attention	–	
as	well	as	the	invitation	to	continue.	
The	reason	for	looking	at	co-occurrences	is,	in	effect,	to	highlight	that	they	create	
different	and/or	new	meanings.	Verbal	backchannels	that	have	a	relative	neutral	lexical	
meaning,	such	as	mm	or	uh-huh,	get	their	backchannelling	function	through	intonation	and	
gestures.	This	is	why	conversations	through	textual	means,	for	example,	lose	some	of	their	
depth	–	because	the	listener	as	well	as	the	speaker	cannot	recognize	the	exact	meaning	of	
the	other’s	utterances.	The	gesture	or	rising	one’s	head,	eyebrows	or	chin	and	leaning	back	
indicates	surprise	even	when	intonation	does	not.	Intonation,	another	important	part	of	
verbal	communication,	is	relatively	easy	to	control	unlike	spontaneous	gestures.	This	is	why	
when	studying	lying,	for	example,	special	attention	is	focused	on	gestures	and	what	they	
give	away.	
	 What	comes	to	the	third	research	question,	that	is,	what	backchannelling	says	about	
the	listeners,	I	cannot	make	any	tables	or	equations	that	predict	their	listener	actions	in	
future	conversations.	Although	watching	the	interactions	gives	off	a	certain	feel	of	what	kind	
of	listener	these	participants	are,	it	must	be	remembered	that	the	context	affects	the	
listening	style.	Different	relationships	have	different	dynamics	and	the	presence	of	
outsiders,	not	to	mention	the	place	of	recording,	all	affect	these	interactions.	Therefore,	I	
want	to	highlight	that	the	tables	I	have	collected	only	apply	to	these	specific	conversations	
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and	situations	they	have	arisen	in:	in	order	to	collect	a	more	truthful	or	complete	description	
of	a	person’s	listening	style	profile	there	would	need	to	be	many	more	conversations	in	
different	situations,	in	different	environments,	with	different	people	and	in	different	
languages.	What	comes	to	the	listening	styles	in	these	particular	conversations,	the	analysis	
section	of	this	thesis	attempts	to	describe	just	that.	
	
5.2.	LIMITATIONS	AND	SUGGESTIONS	FOR	FUTURE	STUDIES		
	
As	mentioned	in	the	conclusions	above,	one	methodological	shortcoming	for	this	type	of	
qualitative	study	is,	of	course,	the	nongeneralizability	of	findings.	Since	there	are	just	six	
informants	of	various	linguistic	backgrounds,	we	can	only	state	that	the	results	apply	to	the	
dataset	used.	Another	problem	of	this	study	concerns	subjectivity.	It	is	a	prevalent	goal	in	
many	studies	to	strive	to	the	ideals	of	‘hard	sciences’	and	complete	objectivity,	but	these	
cannot	be	wholly	attained	by	one	person	only	and	not	with	the	qualitative	study	methods	I	
use.	Therefore,	I	unsubscribe	myself	form	these	goals,	and	in	this	section	focus	only	on	what	
could	be	done	to	improve	the	type	of	study	done	in	this	paper.	
	 As	Sheida	White	states,	“beginnings	and	ends	of	conversations,	especially	among	
strangers,	are	likely	to	be	relatively	problematic”	(1989,	62).	This	can	be	caused	by	not	
having	a	shared	interpersonal	context:	finding	a	topic	of	conversation	both	interlocutors	are	
comfortable	with	can	be	hard	work,	as	can	be	seen	in	the	first	conversation.	A	similar	kind	of	
problem,	namely	that	of	unnatural	and	hard	work	requiring	conversation,	can	be	caused	by	
the	interlocutors	being	aware	that	they	are	being	filmed.	Here	an	option	would	be	to	start	
the	recording	(or	the	analysis)	sometime	after	the	conversation	has	begun,	so	the	
discussants	have	time	to	establish	a	relationship	and	find	a	suitable	topic.	
Another	cause	for	unnatural	speech	and	backchannelling	is	the	unnatural	situation	
of	having	to	strike	up	a	conversation.	Most	interaction	is,	hopefully,	voluntary,	and	the	
discussants	are	free	to	disengage	when	they	wish.	But	in	a	similar	fashion	that	Stanley	
Milgram	theorized	that	people	are	likely	to	obey	authority,	it	is	likely	that	having	promised	
to	participate	in	a	conversation	the	participants	would	not	want	to	back	down.	
	 One	methodological	suggestion	would	be	to	play	around	with	how	to	treat	one	
backchannel	item.	Here	I	counted	how	many	times	an	item	occurred	in	the	whole	text	–	thus	
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when	there	were	two	yeahs	in	one	backchannel	string,	I	counted	the	two	instances	of	yeah	
as	two	different	occurrences.	This	has	the	advantage	of	realizing	what	backchannel	items	
listeners	use	the	most	–	but	at	the	cost	of	multiplying	gesture	instances.	For	example,	if	a	
backchannel	string	includes	two	yeahs	and	one	nod	co-occurs,	here	I	count	two	instances	of	
yeah,	both	of	which	co-occur	with	a	nod.		
	 In	the	SCOTS	transcriptions	there	are	no	pause	lengths	marked.	This	makes	it	
difficult	to	transfer	information	from	sound	to	text.	Data	about	typical	pause	lengths	in	
conversations	can	also	provide	useful	so	that	misinterpretations	can	be	avoided.	One	way	to	
ensure	all	metadata	wanted	is	present	is	to	collect	own	material,	but	filming	conversations	
takes	time	and	monetary	resources,	not	to	mention	a	team	to	work	on	transcriptions.	For	
the	purposes	of	this	paper	I	feel	the	data	from	SCOTS	is	enough,	and	more	information	on	
e.g.	pause	lengths	only	leads	to	more	analysis	and	conclusions,	which	in	turn	demand	more	
space	and	time	to	be	properly	addressed.		
There	is	no	one	study	that	can	fully	explain	the	importance	of	listener	action	in	a	
conversation.	Tone,	intonation,	prosody,	gestures,	verbal	backchannels,	discussants’	
relationship	–	there	are	so	many	things	going	on	at	the	same	time	that	no	one	field	of	study	
can	crack	the	code	of	how	much	listeners	can	affect	interactions.	Only	by	bringing	multiple	
disciples	together	can	we	begin	to	comprehend	the	multimodality	of	listener	action.	
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7.	APPENDIX	
	
APPENDIX	1.	MARK-UP	CONVENTIONS	USED	IN	THIS	THESIS	
SYMBOL	 MEANING	
[laugh]	 laugh	or	giggle,	adapted	from	SCOTS	
//	text	//		 overlapping	speech,	adapted	from	SCOTS	
bolded	text	
BC	
[[text]]	
backchannel	
shorthand	for	backchannel	
gesture,	or	comment		
[...]	 part	of	text	removed	
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APPENDIX	2.	EXAMPLE	OF	INTERVIEW-LIKE	CONVERSATION	BETWEEN	L5	AND	L6	
L5:	//[laugh]	Do	you	get	to	choose	your	subjects	then	for	the	Highers?//	
L6:	Yeah,	y-	well	uh-huh.	when	you	get	to	Standard	Grades	you	have	to	choose	eight	
subjects,	//but	really	you	only	have//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	to	choose	five	because	it's	compulsory	to	do	Maths,	English	and	either	French	or	
German,	//whatever	language	you'd	been	doing.//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	You	can	choose	the	other	five,	so	I	did.	And	you	had	to	pick	at	least	one	social	science,	
//like	either	Geography,//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	//History,	or	Modern	Studies.//	So	I	did	so	I	did	Geography	and	History,	Chemistry	and	
Physics,	and	Art,	//as	well.//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	And	then	you	can	obviously,	obviously	you	have	to	pick	your	Highers	//as	something	
you'd	done	in//	
L5:	//Uh-huh.//	
L6:	Standard	Grades	in.	And	in	fifth	year	you	have	to	do	English	and	Maths	still,	so	if	you've,	
if	you	didn't	get	a	good	enough	Standard	Grade	//to	take	a//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	a	Higher	in	those	subjects	you	have	to	take	like	an	Intermediate	//One	or	Two,	which	
is//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	like	a	lesser	qualification.	But	I	don't	know,	when	I	was,	just	when	I	was	doing	my	
Highers,	a	lot	of	people	were	complaining	about	that,	//because//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	there	were	a	lot	of	people	who	really	weren't	so	good	at	Maths,	but	because	they	were	
having	to	do	it	//in	fifth	year,//	
L5:	//Mmhm.//	
L6:	it	meant	they	could	only	do	four	Highers	[…]	
	
